L
ike libraries everywhere, Libraries of Eastern Oregon (LEO) seeks to enhance civic engagement, social capital and the personal development of individuals-recognizing the benefits to society of a well-informed citizenry and the worth of each person regardless of socioeconomic factors.
LEO walks a fine balance between helping remote, rural libraries maintain traditional, internal services and values that are reflective of the communities they serve-while at the same time convening connection with distant partners who help build community with unprecedented offerings, delivery and promise.
Maintaining this balance requires rural library staff to have passion for community outreach, a willingness to explore new means of service delivery, an entrepreneurial spirit, and a deep respect for the patrons and places they serve.
By embracing these ideals, public libraries in Eastern Oregon meet this year's OLA presidential theme of "Finding Community" to a degree that now serves as a model for remote, rural places elsewhere. As LEO and the region's libraries look ahead, successes to date lay a clear path to a most exciting future.
LEO emerged following two years of informal meetings among public librarians. The State Library provided funding for three years for an in-depth study to explore various governance options for a 10-county library district, and also provided funding for a 500-household survey. About the same time that initial State Library funding became available, the working committee organized formally in order to secure foundation grants for enhanced library services. LEO was recognized by the IRS as a nonprofit in December 2000.
While there was insufficient public support for the 10-county district, survey
LEO:
Shining Bright on Communities Nearly the entire LEO territory is impoverished with many parts of the region having among the lowest per capita income in the nation. The region's public libraries continue to lag behind others in more populated areas with several operating annually at less than $15 per capita, or less than the cost of one hardcover book. Only a very few have funding for adult programming in their annual budgets. Funding for libraries is severely impacted by persistent poverty, vast distances between communities and sparse population.
After the governance study, LEO staff continued on in a volunteer capacity for several months. A strategic vision was developed-"Lighting Up the Libraries." Lighting Up called for rural public libraries to become revitalized as essential 21st century learning centers and was adopted by former Gov. Kitzhaber as the sixth highest priority sustainability project under the Oregon Solutions program.
Subsequently, the Oregon Legislature provided funding for a comprehensive, on-site assessment of all LEO libraries. LEO also obtained grants for region wide heritage and technology assessments. Needs identified in the assessments continue to guide LEO's efforts. Adult programming was cited as one of the highest needs by nearly all of the libraries.
When the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry (OMSI) approached LEO regarding interest in jointly submitting a federal funding request to bring science programs to the region through public libraries and schools, the answer was a resounding yes.
While LEO valued the partnership and programs OMSI could bring, OMSI valued working with rural libraries as the heart of the many remote communities where the metropolitan museum had not yet had a presence. "Our relationship with LEO has surpassed all of our expectations," said Dr. Marilyn Johnson, OMSI director of research and development. "We've been able to bring programs to the furthest corners of Oregon. LEO managed all of the logistics and all we had to do in each instance was simply to show up."
Thanks to the support of the entire Oregon federal delegation, over the past three years the LEO-OMSI partnership received $1.9 million in funding through a special NASA education account. Another $1.9 million request is pending.
LEO Each year LEO offers professional development workshops in library services and continues to write grants to serve the region's libraries-such as the recent "Folk Art at the Libraries" project through the Oregon Arts Commission and ArtsEast, and free family museum passes for patron check-out. Initiatives for 2007 include early literacy, continued professional development and increased civic engagement by LEO.
Last year LEO updated its strategic plan. The Ford Institute provided technical assistance funding for every board member to participate in intense fund development training from the Portland-based TACS. This year the Oregon Community Foundation is providing technical assistance in helping LEO to establish an endowment fund that will help sustain library programs in the region for the long term.
"If someone had done this for the libraries of Eastern Oregon at, say, the end of World War II, the libraries wouldn't be lacking in funds for programs today," said Dick Pugh, scientist and founder of an endowment fund for PSU meteorite lab.
To bring its partners together, in early 2007 LEO developed "A Sense of Place" as an educational platform for program delivery. Grants are pending. The themed approach appeals to lifelong learners and diverse interests throughout the region. SAAM is developing programs that connect art and place and in April convened a round table of nationally known artists, distributed as a live Webcast, to discuss what "sense of place" means to them. OMSI programs will focus on our place in the cosmos; OCH will assist with presenters to discuss place from a humanities point of view. PSU, other program providers and area museums will be involved.
"'A Sense of Place' will provide valuable opportunities for Oregonians to engage in critical thinking and deep conversations that are necessary in the 21st century," said OCH program director Carol Hickman. "It's a stellar roster of partners and OCH is proud to be among them."
Over the past four years, nearly one third of LEO libraries has undertaken architectural studies or has implemented facility expansion, renovation or construction. The region's librarians continually think outside the box and are leaders in innovation. Examples: The Oregon Trail Library District's non-mobile bookmobile placed at Irrigon while fund raising is underway to establish a branch library, and the renowned Western History Room at the Harney County Library, which attracts writers and researchers from across the West.
At Athena, with grant resources provided by LEO a handful of citizens raised $900,000 in just a few months for their new library. Baker County Library District continues to serve as a regional leader and recently opened its espresso shop. Outreach services via eye-catching vans for seniors and preschoolers by the Hermiston Pub- 
